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 Royal Hostages from Egypt at the Assyrian Court 
Karen Radner
Michael Roaf has spent much of his professional life far away from his native Britain, 
KROGLQJDSSRLQWPHQWVLQFRXQWULHVDVIDUÀXQJDQGGLYHUVHDV,UDTWKH8QLWHG6WDWHV
DQG*HUPDQ\2Q WKHRFFDVLRQRIKLVWKELUWKGD\,ZRXOG OLNH WRRIIHUKLPWKLV
paper on Egyptian expatriates at 1LQHYHK$V0LFKDHOHQMR\VJRRGSX]]OHV,ZRXOG
like to bring to his attention the so far unresolved mystery of why they were living 
LQWKHKHDUWRI$VV\ULDPRUHWKDQWZRGHFDGHVEHIRUHWKHFRQTXHVWVRIEsarhaddon (r. 
681–669 BC) brought a great many Egyptians into cities such as Nineveh and Assur.
 
The source  
My starting point is a well-known sale document from Nineveh (K. 294) that has 
EHHQHGLWHGVHYHUDOWLPHVVLQFHLWZDV¿UVWSXEOLVKHGE\-RKQVQR7KH
most recent full edition is that of Kwasman and Parpola (1991, no. 142).18QOLNHPRVW
attestations of Egyptians in the Assyrian heartland, this text does not date to the pe-
riod after 671 BC when Esarhaddon of Assyria invaded and subjugated the lands on 
WKH1LOH(VSHFLDOO\WKHFRQTXHVWRIThebes and Memphis resulted in the relocation 
RIDJUHDWPDQ\(J\SWLDQVWRWKHFLWLHVRIWKH$VV\ULDQKHDUWODQG5DGQHU±
2XUWH[WKRZHYHUGDWHVWRWKH\HDU%&DQGWKHUHIRUHUDLVHVWKHTXHVWLRQ
why were there Egyptians at 1LQHYHKLQWKH¿UVWSODFHDWWKLVWLPH"$SDUWIURPVRPH
UHPDUNVE\6WUXYHWKHRQO\GLVFXVVLRQWRDGGUHVVWKLVNH\LVVXHLVWKDWRI
Onasch (1994, 15–16) but his short comments, in the historical introduction to his 
edition of the inscriptions of Assurbanipal (r. 668 – c. 627 BC) regarding his Egyp-
tian campaigns, do not explore the subject and its further implications in any depth.
1 K. 294 is a complete tablet without any damage but its text features several scribal mis-
WDNHV+RZHYHU.ZDVPDQDQG3DUSROD¶VHGLWLRQLVQRWZLWKRXWLQDFFXUDFLHVHLWKHU,ZDV
DEOHWRFROODWHWKHWDEOHWLQ-XO\LQWKH%ULWLVK0XVHXPDQGWDNHWKHRSSRUWXQLW\WR
FRPPXQLFDWHFRUUHFWLRQV2EY858ni-nu-u LQVWHDGRI H[SHFWHG858ni-nu-u-a as 
given in edition). Rev. 2: ma-tar–su-ru (as expected; not the edition’s MÍ.a-tar–su-ru). Rev. 
ma-mat–su-u’-la (scribal mistake for expected MÍ.a-tar–su-u’-la, as given in edition). 
Rev. 4: ga-mur (not the edition’s gam-mur5HY/Ò*$/!±0È'8'8VFULEDO
mistake for expected /Ò*$/±0È'8'8DVLQUHYQRWLQGLFDWHGLQHGLWLRQ7KH
signs in lines 7, rev. 4 and 17 marked in the edition as damaged are in fact fully preserved.
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8QOLNHRWKHUOHJDOWH[WVIRXQGDWWKHUXLQPRXQGRIKuyunjik, which may concern 
legal affairs conducted far from the capital, there can be no doubt that the business 
transaction recorded in our text took place in Nineveh itself because its subject is a 
house in that city and is described as such: “A built house with its beams, doors and 
a yard in Nineveh, adjoining the house of Mannu-ki-ahhe, the house of ,OXLVVL\D
and the street” (obv. 6–10). The text continues: “ৡLOOL$ããXU WKH (J\SWLDQ VFULEH
(LÚ*.A.BA LÚ*.PX܈XUDDD), has contracted and bought it for one mina of silver 
(by the mina) of the king from Šarru-lu-dari, Atar-suru and $PDW6X¶ODWKHZLIHRI
Bel-duri” (obv. 10 – rev. 4). %HOGXULLVLGHQWL¿HGDVD³VKLHOGEHDULQJ7KLUG0DQRI
DFKDULRWWHDP´HDUOLHULQWKHGRFXPHQWREYDQGLWLVYHU\OLNHO\WKDWKHZDVQR
longer alive when the house was sold; his death may be the reason why the house 
FKDQJHGRZQHUVKLSLQWKH¿UVWSODFH7KLVZRXOGH[SODLQZK\KLVZLIHLVQDPHGDV
one of the legal parties, an unusual occurrence in Neo-Assyrian contractual practice. 
The other two men who owned the house jointly with Bel-duri’s wife are likely to 
have been her or rather her husband’s relatives, most probably his brothers (Radner 
±
As a Third Man, %HOGXULZDVDPHPEHURIWKHDUP\PRUHVSHFL¿FDOO\WKHFKD-
riotry. He shared this profession with the second witness to the transaction, a man with 
the Egyptian name +XUZDৢL³+RUXVLVVRXQG´0DWWLODZLWKSUHYLRXVOLWHUD-
WXUHDQGZHFDQDVVXPHWKDWWKH\ZHUHSURIHVVLRQDOO\DFTXDLQWHGZLWKHDFKRWKHU7KH
¿IWKZLWQHVVLVDOVRFDOOHG+XUZDৢLDQGKROGVWKHWLWOHRI/Ò*$/±0È'8'8³KHDG
RIERDWPHQ FDSWDLQ ´6RGRHV WKH WKLUGZLWQHVV5DVX¶ZKRVHQDPH LV RI(J\SWLDQ
RULJLQLIQRWDVHDV\WRHW\PRORJLVH0DWWLOD7KHWLWOHRIWKHVH(J\SWLDQ
men has nothing to do with commercial shipping but is a military title referring to 
WKH$VV\ULDQÀHHWWKDW6HQQDFKHULEU±%&KDGHVWDEOLVKHGDWNineveh (see 
below). The list of witnesses is headed by “âXVDQTXWKHNLQJ¶VLQODZ´mšu-sa-an-qu 
ha-at-na0$1UHY7KHIDFWWKDWKHLVQDPHG¿UVWLQWKHOLVWRIZLWQHVVHVVLJQDOV





rendering of the extremely well attested name 6KRVKHQTZKLFKZDVSRSXODUDPRQJ
the various royal houses of Libyan descent claiming regions in the Nile Delta and, on 
RFFDVLRQDOORI(J\SWLQWKH¿UVWFHQWXULHVRIWKH¿UVWPLOOHQQLXP%&7KHQDPHLV
not exclusive to the heads of these ruling houses but is attested also for other mem-
bers of these families (Kitchen 1986, 520–521, 606–607). 
 3DFH2QDVFKZKRFRQVLGHUVWKHSRVVLELOLW\WKDWWKHNLQJLQTXHVWLRQFRXOGEH
the king of Kush or an Egyptian ruler. Compare the use of mar šarri “crown prince”, ummi 
šarri “mother of the king” and marat šarri “daughter of the king” in Neo-Assyrian legal 
texts, always referring to relatives of the Assyrian king. 
After Eltekeh: Royal Hostages from Egypt at the Assyrian Court 
Our 6KRVKHQTZDVWKHUHIRUHQRWRQO\UHODWHGE\PDUULDJHWR6HQQDFKHULENLQJ
of Assyria, but was also a member of one of the Delta dynasties. His title is proof of 
a dynastic marriage between the Assyrian royal family and one of the ruling houses 
of northern Egypt. That his presence in Nineveh was a long-term arrangement is 
clear from the fact that he acted as a witness to a house sale: should there ever be 
a disagreement, the testimony of the witnesses was considered far more important 
WKDQWKHGRFXPHQWLWVHOI5DGQHUDQGKHDQGWKHRWKHU(J\SWLDQZLWQHVVHV
must therefore have been permanent residents rather than occasional visitors passing 
through Nineveh. That the Egyptian scribe ৡLOOL$ããXUERXJKW DKRXVH LQ WKHFLW\
PDNHVWKLVSRLQWRIFRXUVHJODULQJO\REYLRXVLQKLVVSHFL¿FFDVHEXWLWLVQROHVVFHU-
tain for the other Egyptians named in our document. 
Although it is the most likely scenario, 6KRVKHQTZDVQRWQHFHVVDULO\PDUULHG
to a daughter of 6HQQDFKHULEDVWKHWHUPhatannu designates more generally a man 
linked by marriage to a certain family. Therefore, he could have been married to one 
of 6HQQDFKHULE¶VVLVWHUVRUHYHQDPRUHGLVWDQWIHPDOHUHODWLYHRIWKHNLQJ2QO\YHU\
IHZ$VV\ULDQSULQFHVVHVDUHNQRZQE\QDPHIRUWKHSHULRGLQTXHVWLRQ6HQQDFKHULE¶V
sister $KDWDELãDZDVPDUULHG WRAmbaris, king of Tabal in Anatolia, by their fa-
ther 6DUJRQ,,U±%&DQGLVWKHUHIRUHDQH[WUHPHO\XQOLNHO\FDQGLGDWHIRU
6KRVKHQT¶V EULGH HYHQ LI VKHPD\ KDYH EHHQ VHQW EDFN WR$VV\ULD DIWHUAmbaris 
UHEHOOHGDJDLQVW6DUJRQLQ%&$UR9DOMXV1LVVLQHQ$PRUHSODXVLE-
le candidate may be Šadditu who is attested buying land in a legal document from 
Nineveh during her brother Esarhaddon’s reign (Kwasman & Parpola 1991, no. 251). 
But it is of course pure chance that her name happens to survive in our fragmentary 
sources, and it is very unlikely that she was the only daughter of 6HQQDFKHULE
8QOLNH$KDWDELãDKRZHYHUZKRZDVVHQWWRTabal with her royal bridegroom, 
6KRVKHQTDQGKLVXQNQRZQSULQFHVVEULGHUHPDLQHGDWWKH$VV\ULDQFRXUW7KLVDORQH
makes it clear that at the time that our sale text was recorded 6KRVKHQTZDVDUR\DO
hostage.
The Assyrian practice of taking of high-born hostages (OƯܒX) is very well attested 
VHHWKHEULHIVXUYH\E\=DZDG]NL6XEMHFWUXOHUVZKRKDGEHHQPDGHWRDFFHSW
Assyrian sovereignty by force had to secure their treaties with Assyria, in addition 
to swearing the usual oaths, by handing over members of their family and sometimes 
also other high-born individuals who were then sent to live at the Assyrian court. 
Their presence there served a two-fold purpose. While at Assyria, they were to 
guarantee their family’s, and country’s, loyalty to the Assyrian king with their life. 
Moreover, were they to return to their native lands, ideally as its ruler or in another 
LQÀXHQWLDO SRVLWLRQ WKHQ WKH WLPH VSHQW DW WKH$VV\ULDQ FRXUWZDVPHDQW WR KDYH
attuned them to Assyrian sensibilities and hence ensure their dependable conduct at 
home. 
We know of several rulers who had spent time at 6HQQDFKHULE¶VFRXUWEHIRUHWKH\
returned to rule their native country in line with Assyria’s wishes: Bel-ibni whom 




of my father (6HQQDFKHULE´ /HLFKW\  Esarhaddon 1 iv 15 and parallels). 
From these statements in the royal inscriptions, we learn that at least these royal 
hostages were children when they were sent to the Assyrian court – an obvious ad-
vantage as regards the objective of pro-Assyrian indoctrination. 
How, and when, did 6KRVKHQTFRPHWR1LQHYHK"
But was 6KRVKHQTDFKLOGZKHQKH¿UVWFDPHWR1LQHYHK"%\%&KHZDVROG
enough to be married, but the group of Egyptians attested in our sale document may 





Egypt and Kush, this name may have been chosen to signal his unwavering loyalty 
to his Assyrian employers. 




FRQWUROOHGDOORI8SSHU(J\SWXSWRHermopolis and was acknowledged as overlord 
by the local rulers of Middle Egypt and in the Nile Delta (Morkot 2000, 128). Onasch 
DFFHSWHGE\+XEHUFDQRQO\FRQFHLYHRI WKHSHULRGSULRU WR
WKH.XVKLWHFRQTXHVWRIWKHQRUWKRI(J\SWDVDPHDQLQJIXOVFHQDULRIRUDPDUULDJH
alliance between Assyria and a Delta dynasty. Then, 6KRVKHQT¶VSUHVHQFHLQ$VV\ULD
FRXOGSHUKDSVEHFRQQHFWHGZLWKWKHGLSORPDWLFRYHUWXUHVWR6DUJRQLQ%&E\WKH
Delta ruler 2VRUNRQ,9F±F%&³Šilkanni, king of Egypt” in the Assyrian 
inscriptions) who controlled Ro-nefer, Tanis and Bubastis in the north-eastern Delta 
XQWLOKLVUHLJQZDVHQGHGE\WKH.XVKLWHFRQTXHVW.LWFKHQ±$FFRU-
GLQJWR6DUJRQ¶VLQVFULSWLRQV




6HQGLQJDQDXGLHQFHJLIWWƗPDUWX, see Radner 2007, 216), however, would not necessa-
rily have obliged 2VRUNRQ,9WRHQWHUDWUHDW\ZLWK6DUJRQ,,+RZHYHUHYHQLIDWUHDW\
were concluded, and this is certainly possible, then this would have been a voluntary 
DJUHHPHQW,WZRXOGQRWKDYHUHTXLUHG2VRUNRQWRVHFXUHKLVIXWXUHREHGLHQFHWR$V-
syria by placing hostages, as this was normally enforced only after a previous betrayal. 
 =DPD]DORYi  SURYLGHV D JRRG VXUYH\ RI WKH UHODWLRQV EHWZHHQ$VV\ULD(J\SW DQG
Kush before the Assyrian invasion of 671 BC.
475After Eltekeh: Royal Hostages from Egypt at the Assyrian Court 
,ZRXOG OLNH WRSURSRVH DQ DOWRJHWKHUGLIIHUHQW VFHQDULRZKLFK ,¿QG IDUPRUH
SHUVXDVLYH ,Q%& WKH$VV\ULDQDUP\PHW(J\SWLDQ WURRSVRQ WKHEDWWOH¿HOG
IRUWKH¿UVWWLPHVLQFHWKHEDWWOHRI4DUTDULQZHVWHUQ6\ULDLQ%&1RZWKHVH
troops were part of the Kushite forces. The confrontation took place in Eltekeh, a site 
in southern Palestine4 not far from the city of Ekron (7HO0LTQHZKLFKKDGUHEHOOHG
against the previously accepted Assyrian sovereignty with the support of Kush. Ac-
cording to 6HQQDFKHULE¶VLQVFULSWLRQVWKHSHRSOHRIEkron 
formed a confederation with the kings of Egypt (and) the archers, chariots, (and) hor-
ses of the king of the land 0HOXKKD Kush), forces without number, and they came to 
WKHLUDLG,QWKHSODLQRIWKHFLW\Eltekeh, they sharpened their weapons while drawing 
XSLQEDWWOHOLQHEHIRUHPH:LWKWKHVXSSRUWRIWKHJRG$ããXUP\ORUG,IRXJKWZLWK
WKHPDQGGHIHDWHGWKHP,FDSWXUHGDOLYHLQWKHKHDWRIEDWWOHWKHFKDULRWHHUVDQGVRQV
of the Egyptian kings ('8080(â /8*$/0(â .85PXX܈UDDD), together 
with the charioteers of the king of the land 0HOXKKD Kush). 
7KLVSDVVDJH LV¿UVWXVHG LQDQHGLWLRQRI6HQQDFKHULE¶Vres gestae from 700 BC, 
VKRUWO\DIWHUWKHUHFRUGHGHYHQWV5DVVDP&\OLQGHU±VHH)UDKP7DQG
LVWKHQUHF\FOHGYHUEDWLPLQVXEVHTXHQWHGLWLRQVFRPSLOHGLQDQG5 
When our sale text was recorded in 692 this account of the battle of Eltekeh was still 
widely promulgated in 6HQQDFKHULE¶VRI¿FLDOLQVFULSWLRQV
6HQQDFKHULE¶VDFFRXQWPDNHVLWFOHDUWKDWIURPWKH$VV\ULDQSRLQWRIYLHZGHVSLWH
the recently established supremacy of Kush, there were still Egyptian rulers conside-
red powerful enough in their own right to be described as kings. This being the case, 
the Assyrian foreign policy would have taken these rulers into account as a matter 
of course. Onasch’s argument (1994, 15) that any dynastic alliance must have been 
DUUDQJHGSULRUWRWKH.XVKLWHFRQTXHVWLVWKHUHIRUHLQYDOLG
The capture of Egyptian princes at Eltekeh in 701 provides therefore the most 
likely scenario for 6KRVKHQT¶VDUULYDODWNineveh, as one of the nobles taken captive 
GXULQJ WKHEDWWOH ,WDOVRVHUYHV WRH[SODLQZK\ZHHQFRXQWHUKLPLQ WKHFRPSDQ\
RI(J\SWLDQPLOLWDU\ RI¿FHUV DPHPEHU RI D FKDULRW FUHZDQG WZR VKLS FDSWDLQV
While 6HQQDFKHULE¶VDFFRXQWGRHVQRWPHQWLRQDQ\VKLSVIURP(J\SWPXFKRIWKH
campaign of 701 took place along the coast and it is entirely possible that also the two 
Egyptian ship captains featured in our text as witnesses were taken captive at that 
time. Whatever the circumstances of their arrival at Nineveh, their role there should 
4 (OWHNHK¶VH[DFWLGHQWL¿FDWLRQZLWK7HOOHVK6KDODILVSRVVLEOHEXWQRWXQLYHUVDOO\DFFHSWHG
VHH*DOODJKHU±









be connected with 6HQQDFKHULE¶VFRQVWUXFWLRQRIDÀHHWLQSUHSDUDWLRQIRUWKHLQYDVLRQ
of (ODPLQ%XLOWE\6\ULDQFUDIWVPHQDWNineveh and manned with Levantine 
crews, the ships eventually sailed down the Tigris to Opis, from where they were 
transported overland to the Arahtu river and there successfully deployed in battle. 
6HQQDFKHULE¶VLQVFULSWLRQVPDNHVSHFL¿FPHQWLRQRQO\RIVDLORUVIURPTyre, 6LGRQ
and ,RQLDRU&\SUXVWKHUHDGLQJRIWKHSODFHQDPHUHPDLQVXQFOHDULQDOODYDLODEOH
sources, see Frahm 1997, 24, 117) but our text indicates that also Egyptians served 
DVQDYDORI¿FHUV LQ6HQQDFKHULE¶VÀHHW6 and it is most likely that they were taken 
prisoner during the campaign of 701, as were the aforementioned ship-builders and 
FUHZVZKRDUHLGHQWL¿HGH[SOLFLWO\DVZDUFDSWLYHVLQ6HQQDFKHULE¶VLQVFULSWLRQV,Q
any case, their mention is an important reminder not to dismiss the native Egyptian 
VHDIDULQJWUDGLWLRQVIRUZKLFKVHH-RQHVZKHQGLVFXVVLQJWKH*UHHNDQGRU
3KRHQLFLDQFRQWULEXWLRQWRWKHODWHU6DLWHQDY\HJ/OR\GZKLFKLVZHOODWWH-
sted from the reign of 1HNKR,,U±%&RQZDUGV
According to our interpretation, 6KRVKHQTZDV QRW SODFHG LQ WKH KDQGV RI WKH
Assyrian king in a formal exchange of hostages but taken captive in battle and then 
turned hostage. Once in Nineveh, 6KRVKHQTDQGFHUWDLQO\DOVRWKHRWKHUSULQFHVZKR
are not attested elsewhere in the available sources, would have been honoured accor-
ding to their high status, enjoying the king’s hospitality at court. Their treatment as 
royal guests culminated in 6KRVKHQT¶VFDVH±DQGYHU\OLNHO\LQRWKHUVWRR±LQPDU-
riage to an Assyrian princess and formal alliance with the Assyrian royal house. The 
Egyptian princes’ continued presence in Nineveh guaranteed their families’ good-
will towards Assyria and kept the relationship of the northern kings with Kush in 
balance: as long as there were possible pro-Assyrian candidates for the thrones of the 
Delta and of Middle Egypt, Kushite power over Egypt was not absolute. 
This held true once Esarhaddon invaded Egypt in 671 BC. Within a month of the 
FRQTXHVW.DKQQKHZDVDEOHWRDSSRLQW(J\SWLDQNLQJVWRUXOHRYHU
the various cities of the region (see the long list of appointees as preserved in the in-
scriptions of his successor $VVXUEDQLSDO2QDVFK2QHRIWKHPWKHNLQJRI
Busiris in the central Delta region, is called 6KRVKHQTDQGZKLOHWKHIUHTXHQF\RIWKH
name makes it entirely speculative to assume as identity between him and the 6KR-
VKHQTDWWHVWHGLQNineveh in 692, we certainly must consider the possibility that this 
man and some of the other rulers appointed by Esarhaddon had lived for many years 
as hostages in Nineveh. This provides a context that can explain why it was thought 
possible to ensure Assyrian sovereignty in the remote lands on the Nile by relying on 
local rulers: in 671, at the same time as scores of inhabitants of Memphis and Thebes 
were relocated to the Assyrian heartland, some of the Egyptian nobles and soldiers 
taken captive at Eltekeh in 701 will have returned to the Nile after spending thirty 
years at the Assyrian court, having intermarried with the royal family in some cases 
and having actively served in the Assyrian army in others. 
6 There is another mention of a captain in an administrative record from Nineveh listing 
GHEWV)DOHV3RVWJDWHQRXQGDWHGEXWFHUWDLQO\IURPWKHWKFHQWXU\%&7KH
PDQLQTXHVWLRQEHDUVWKH$VV\ULDQQDPH0DQQXNL>«@
477After Eltekeh: Royal Hostages from Egypt at the Assyrian Court 
Another Egyptian prince at Nineveh
Our 6KRVKHQTLVQRWWKHRQO\(J\SWLDQSULQFHWKDWFDQEHGHPRQVWUDWHGWRKDYHOLYHG
at the Assyrian royal court. The far more famous case is of course the son of Nekho 
of 6DLVDQRWKHURIEsarhaddon’s appointees, who had spent time in Nineveh under 
the Assyrian name 1DEXãH]LEDQQL³21DEXVDYHPH´EHIRUHKHZDVGLVSDWFKHG
back to Egypt to rule in $WKULELV+HZDVODWHUNQRZQDJDLQ"DVPsammetikh and 
it is under this name that, succeeding to the throne of his father in 664, he managed 
to establish his control over all of Egypt, initially with Assyria’s approval and later 
ZLWKRXW)UDKPQR3HUGX.DKQ±
6KRVKHQT¶V H[DPSOH UDLVHV WKH GLVWLQFW SRVVLELOLW\ WKDW Psammetikh, too, was 
married to an Assyrian princess during his time at 1LQHYHK,QWKDWFDVHWKHIDPLO\
ties with the royal house of Assur may have played a role in motivating his son and 




Our analysis of a house sale document of 692 BC which features high-ranking Egyp-
tians as long-term inhabitants of the city of Nineveh has led us to explain their pre-
sence in the capital of Assyria as the result of the well-attested capture of Egyptian 
princes and chariot troops at the battle of Eltekeh in 701 BC rather than as a conse-
TXHQFHRIGLSORPDWLFFRQWDFWVLQLWLDWHGE\2VRUNRQ,9RUDQRWKHU'HOWDUXOHUWKH
scenario favoured by previous commentators. We have highlighted that some of 
these Egyptians are likely to have served in 6HQQDFKHULE¶VÀHHW¿UVWGLVSDWFKHGLQ
battle in 694. Finally, we have speculated that there was a connection between the 
presence of a sizeable Egyptian contingent at 1LQHYHKSULRUWRWKHFRQTXHVWRI(J\SW
in 671 with (VDUKDGGRQ¶VDELOLW\WR¿OODGPLQLVWUDWLYHDQGPLOLWDU\SRVWVZLWK(J\S-
tians immediately after taking control of the lands on the Nile.
Our study also emphasises the potential and importance of using private legal 
documents as historical sources.
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